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godliness in their daily lives, they would be saved. Finally, it was assumed that all
knowledge emanated from God and was implanted in man for his purposes. This
meant that the highest type of knowledge was revealed to man through the Scriptures.
Knowledge of lower nature was deemed important only as it revealed the superior
nature of God and his handiwork. This traditional outlook on the world, on human
nature, and on knowledge and learning dominated the education of seventeenth-
century America.31
Some of the Puritan spokesmen who wrote for and about children took pains to
emphasize that children, born in sin, must be taught to fear God, obey his command-
ments, and submit to their parents' authority. One of the earliest catechisms designed
especially for children was written by the Puritan divine, John Cotton, and entitled
Spiritual Milk for American Babes Drawn out of the Breasts of Both Testaments for
their Souls Nourishment. Cotton emphasized that, since children were infected with
original sin and naturally inclined toward evil, they must be especially obedient to
parents, teachers, ministers, magistrates, and all others in authority. They should pray
constantly, repent their sins, attend church, learn their catechisms, and observe strict
discipline in all that they did. Cotton even proposed that rebellious children, if
sufficiently incorrigible, should be put to death.
One of the most elaborate Puritan statements of attitude toward children in the
seventeenth century was a booklet written by Cotton Mather in 1699, entitled A
Family Well-Ordered. The first part of the book told parents how they should bring up
their children to be pious, to fear God, to pray, and to obey their elders. Parents must
constantly be on the alert to keep their children under control, to rule them with an
iron hand of authority, justice, and fear. If "charging them" to be good did not work,
the rod should be vigorously applied. The second part was addressed to the children
themselves, painting a vivid picture of the torments and punishments in store for the
undutiful child in the endless darkness of eternal Hell. The dutiful child, on the other
hand, could expect reasonable well-being if he behaved himself, gave proper reverence
to God, and gave obedience and recompense to his parents.
It is no wonder that educational method should have relied so heavily upon
instilling fear in children, demanding obedience, and resorting to strict discipline,
physical as well as mental. An authoritarian age produced authoritarian education.
TJie Standing Order in Education
The pattern of institutions just described, often known collectively as the "standing
order," was a complex arrangement serving the interests of the ruling groups who held
political, economic, and religious power. Clearly, organized education in seventeenth-
century America was shaped by the institutions and outlooks of the standing order.
The main support for a state system of education was to be found in the authoritarian
collectivism of Calvinist or Anglican America, rather than in the libertarian individu-
alism of Rhode Island, where few steps were taken toward state promotion of
education.
^ For a particularly illuminating discussion of the devotional manuals and the role of family and
clergy in colonial education, see Lawrence A.. Cremin, American Education: The Colonial Experi-
ence, 1607-1783, Harper & Row, New York, 1970, especially chaps. 1,4, and 5.